Multispecies justice in the wetlands by Heise, Ursula K. & Christensen, Jon
Author:Heise, Ursula K. and Jon Christensen   Title: Multispecies Justice in the Wetlands 
 
©Ecozon@ 2020    ISSN 2171-9594                                                                              169                                                     






























el	 pensamiento	 y	 los	 debates	medioambientales	 en	 los	 últimos	 treinta	 años,	 y	 localiza	 brevemente	 las	
nociones	 de	 justicia	medioambiental	 y	 de	 justicia	multiespecie	 dentro	 del	 contexto	más	 general	 de	 las	
teorías	de	justicia	desde	John	Rawls.	Utiliza	el	caso	de	la	Reserva	Ecológica	de	los	Humedales	Ballona	en	Los	
Ángeles,	cuyo	futuro	está	muy	disputado	por	diferentes	grupos	medioambientalistas,	como	caso	práctico	
para	 ilustrar	 la	 compleja	 compensación	 a	 la	 que	 se	 enfrenta	 actualmente	 la	 toma	 de	 decisiones	
medioambiental,	y	sugerir	de	qué	forma	la	invocación	de	la	justicia	multiespecie	cambia	los	participantes	
en	 la	comunidad	de	 justicia	y	 la	 forma	en	que	deberían	sopesarse	sus	demandas	sobre	 la	consideración	
moral	de	los	humanos.		
	











the	 California	 Floristic	 Province	 (Aleman-Zometa).	 On	 the	 southwestern	 edge	 of	 Los	
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Angeles,	just	a	few	miles	north	of	Los	Angeles	International	Airport	and	close	to	the	beach,	






were	 lost	 to	 urban	 development	 from	 the	 1960s	 onward.	 Because	 of	 flood	 risks,	 the	
Ballona	Creek,	which	runs	through	the	reserve,	was	sleeved	in	concrete	much	like	its	more	
famous	 cousin,	 the	 Los	 Angeles	 River.	 The	 reserve	 is	 also	 intersected	 by	 two	 major	
thoroughfares.	Construction	debris	and	other	trash	are	embedded	in	its	soil.	But	it	also	
offers	habitat	to	a	range	of	native	and	non-native	animal	and	plant	species,	including	some	
endangered	 species	 such	 as	Belding’s	 Savannah	Sparrows	 and	 Silvery	Legless	 Lizards.	
Because	of	these	species,	most	of	the	area	is	not	currently	accessible	to	the	public.	But	
homeless	people	frequently	cut	through	the	fences	that	surround	it	and	set	up	camp.		
Clearly,	 the	 area	 is	 in	 need	 of	 maintenance	 and	 restoration—all	 the	 more	 so	
because	about	90%	of	Southern	California’s	original	49,000	acres	of	coastal	wetlands	has	












more	 than	 two	 million	 cubic	 yards	 of	 construction	 debris	 that	 the	 neighboring	
developments	of	Marina	del	Rey	and	Playa	Vista	left	behind	in	the	area	between	the	1960s	
and	the	turn	of	the	millennium	(Sahagun),	and	earthen	levees	would	be	constructed.	Non-










dunes	used	 to	play	 in	 the	area,	which,	he	 insists,	was	not	historically	connected	 to	 the	
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follows	 a	 cookie-cutter	model	 of	 ecological	 restoration	 that	 has	 been	 applied	 in	many	
coastal	areas	along	 the	West	Coast	of	 the	United	States	 regardless	of	 local	history	and	
particularity,	 he	 argues	 (Mernit).	 Longcore	 agrees	 that	 restoration	 is	desirable,	 but	he	
does	not	see	the	Department	of	Fish	and	Wildlife’s	project	as	the	right	path	for	the	future	
of	the	Ballona	wetlands.	






now	offer	habitat	 for	voles	and	 frogs	 (Mernit).	While	 these	advocates	agree	 that	 some	
public	 access	 should	 be	 granted	 to	 the	 area,	 they	want	 to	 keep	 restoration	 at	 a	much	
smaller	scale	with	some	removal	of	trash	and	truly	invasive	vegetation,	but	no	large-scale	
alteration	 of	 the	 area’s	 profile.	 They	 are	 particularly	 irate	 that	 a	 parking	 lot	 currently	





warring	 environmentalist	 groups—although	 one	 of	 us,	 Jon	 Christensen,	 has	 recently	
called	for	a	truce	between	the	opposing	camps	so	as	to	avoid	jeopardizing	the	opportunity	
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political,	 and	 legal	 arguments	 that	 runs	 all	 the	way	 from	Aristotle	 to	 John	 Rawls	 and	
beyond.	 Concepts	 of	 justice,	 in	 this	 context,	 offer	 the	 promise	 of	 clearly	 reasoned	
argument	 about,	 if	 not	 necessarily	 unambiguous	 solutions	 to,	 environmentalists’	most	
difficult	problems.		







the	 concept	of	 “recognition	 justice”	 as	 a	way	of	understanding	why	 the	distribution	of	
resources	 follows	 certain	 patterns	 and	 not	 others.	 Second,	 individuals’	 and	 groups’	
possibilities	for	using	the	goods	at	their	disposal	constitute	another	dimension	of	justice,	
for	 example	 in	 access	 to	 health	 care,	 social	 networks,	 and	 freedom	 of	 expression;	
following	 Amartya	 Sen	 and	 Martha	 Nussbaum,	 this	 dimension	 is	 referred	 to	 as	
“capabilities	 justice.”	 Third,	 the	 institutions	 and	 procedures	 by	 which	 questions	 of	
distribution	are	politically,	 legally,	and	socially	adjudicated	came	to	be	recognized	as	a	
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distinct	dimension	of	 justice,	usually	referred	to	as	“participatory	 justice.”	Schlosberg’s	




with	 new	 philosophical	 developments,	 but	 also	 to	 formulate	 a	 shared	 framework	 for	
environmental	justice,	which	he	saw	as	focused	on	inequality	between	humans,	and	what	
he	 called	 “ecological	 justice,”	 the	 foundations	 for	 the	morally	 just	 treatment	 of	 nature	





Building	 on	 the	 work	 of	 earlier	 theorists,	 Schlosberg	 develops	 a	 sophisticated	
framework	 to	 make	 the	 case	 for	 nonhuman	 beings	 and	 nature	 more	 generally	 as	
legitimate	subjects	in	the	“community	of	justice.”	His	reasoning	helps	to	connect	not	just	












linking	 environmental	 justice	 with	 conservation,	 and	 together	 they	 provide	 a	 useful	














Author:Heise, Ursula K. and Jon Christensen   Title: Multispecies Justice in the Wetlands 
 
©Ecozon@ 2020    ISSN 2171-9594                                                                              174                                                     
Vol 11 , N
o 2 
been	built	where	most	of	the	wetlands	used	to	be.	No	doubt	they	are	right.	But	the	city	of	
Los	 Angeles,	 like	 many	 other	 cities	 in	 California,	 currently	 suffers	 an	 acute	 housing	







for	 the	 remaining	 Ballona	wetlands—in	 part	 because	 the	 land	 belongs	 to	 the	 state	 of	
California	 and	 is	 officially	 designated	 as	 a	 state	 ecological	 reserve.	 As	 passionate	
conservationists	ourselves,	neither	of	us	would	wish	to	include	housing	as	an	option	in	
the	 debate	 over	 the	 future	 of	 this	 space,	 since	 the	 Ballona	 wetlands	 are	 among	 few	
remaining	natural	areas	in	Los	Angeles,	and	very	few	remaining	coastal	wetlands	in	the	









plan	 includes	 removal	 of	 non-native	 plant	 species	 and	 feral	 cats	 that	 pose	 a	 threat	 to	
native	plants,	birds,	reptiles,	and	rodents.	The	sharp	distinction	between	native	and	non-
native	 species	and	 the	desirability	of	 their	presence	 in	a	given	ecosystem	 is	 contested	
among	 biologists	 themselves	 (Thompson),	 and	 historians	 and	 anthropologists	 have	





the	 restoration	 plan,	 resists	 more	 than	 small-scale	 manual	 weeding	 and	 restoration:	
introduced	plant	species	along	with	native	ones	provide	habitat	and	food	for	a	wide	range	
of	 both	 native	 and	 non-native	 animals	 in	 the	 area;	 fennel,	 for	 example,	 an	 invasive	
despised	by	nativist	ecologists,	provides	food	for	Anise	Swallowtail	caterpillars.	And	one	
could	argue	beyond	utility	that	non-native	plants	and	animals,	too,	should	have	a	claim	on	
our	moral	 consideration,	 especially	given	 that	most	of	 them	now	 inhabit	 the	wetlands	
because	of	human	agency.	Making	this	argument	does	not	imply	that	the	extermination	of	
non-native	plants	and	animals	cannot	ever	be	ethically	 justified;	but	 it	does	 imply	that	
these	 species	 are	 not	 simply	 objects	 to	 be	 discarded,	 but	 living	 beings	 who	 deserve	
consideration	in	the	community	of	justice.	
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So	do	local	residents.	Much	of	the	Ballona	reserve	is	currently	closed	to	the	public,	
which	 raises	questions	 of	 access	 to	 green	 spaces	 that	 commonly	 form	part	 of	 debates	
about	 urban	 environmental	 justice.	 The	 California	 Department	 of	 Fish	 and	 Wildlife	












urban	 spaces	 for	 human	 health	 and	well-being.	 He	 thinks	 that	 even	without	 constant	
monitoring,	other	species	will	survive	despite	human	scofflaws.		
Human	access	to	the	Ballona	reserve,	at	any	rate,	is	not	actually	as	limited	under	
the	 current	 regime	 as	 its	 fences	 might	 suggest.	 As	 mentioned	 earlier,	 groups	 of	 Los	
Angeles’	unhoused	residents	regularly	set	up	camps	in	different	pockets	of	the	reserve.	
These	 illegal	 camps	 come	with	 the	usual	 hardships	 for	 their	 occupants,	who	 live	with	
inadequate	shelter	from	heat,	rain,	and	violence,	as	well	as	from	the	Ballona	Creek,	which	
can	turn	into	a	raging	torrent	during	the	winter	rainy	season.	Still,	 the	Ballona	reserve	
may	 in	 some	 respects	 offer	 a	 more	 hospitable	 environment	 than	 the	 sidewalk	
encampments	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 city.	 But	 without	 sanitary	 systems	 of	 any	 kind,	 the	
unhoused	camps	also	contribute	 to	accumulations	of	 feces	and	garbage	 in	 the	reserve,	
which	undoubtedly	affect	other	species.		
Unhoused	residents	are	not	mentioned	in	any	of	the	current	restoration	plans,	and	










these	 entwined	 issues	 of	 ecological	 restoration	 and	 housing	 for	 currently	 unhoused	
humans	 are	 not	 usually	 considered	 together	 in	 the	 same	 debates	 and	 by	 the	 same	
institutions.		
This	 brief	 outline	 of	 divergent	 visions	 of	 the	 Ballona	 reserve	 and	 its	 futures	
demonstrates,	 in	miniature,	 some	 of	 the	 complex	 problems	 that	 pit	 different	 kinds	 of	
Author:Heise, Ursula K. and Jon Christensen   Title: Multispecies Justice in the Wetlands 
 
©Ecozon@ 2020    ISSN 2171-9594                                                                              176                                                     





part	 of	 this	 or	 other	 debates	 about	 ecological	 restoration.	 But	 it	 may	 be	 worth	
emphasizing	 that	shifting	 the	debate	 from	what	 is	 “good,	desirable	or	even	natural”	 to	
what	is	just	does	not	necessarily	make	the	problems	easier	to	solve.	Theories	of	justice	
sometimes	seek	to	divorce	justice	from	visions	of	what	is	good	or	virtuous	so	as	to	avoid	
imposing	 particular	 standards	 of	 goodness	 on	 a	 community	 who	 might	 have	 quite	
divergent	views	of	what	constitutes	the	good.	The	“veil	of	ignorance”	that	Rawls	posited	












capacities,	 recognition,	 and	 participation.	 More	 ambitiously,	 it	 could	 help	 us	 see	 the	
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